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ON THE SOLAR ECLIPSE OF MARCH 15 , 1858, AS SEEN 

NEAR OXFORD.

By J. T. Towson, F.E.G.S., and 

T. Sansom, A.L.S.

(RKAD ISxa MARCH, 1888.)

  The station selected for viewing the eclipse on Monday last, was the open 
ground at the northernmost part of Blenheim Park, Oxford. The morning 
was moderately bright until forty-five minutes past ten o'clock, when light 
clouds began to pass over the face of the sun. These gradually increased, 
and about the period of the first contact the sun was frequently obscured 
for intervals of a few seconds. At thirty-five minutes one second past 
eleven all eyes were directed towards the sun. A small telescope of one- 
and-a-half inch aperture had been previously fixed in position, and with 
this instrument the first contact was observed to take place at forty 
minutes fifty-seven seconds past eleven, Greenwich mean time, but it 
was at least a minute later before it was observable with the unassisted 
eye. The eclipse now increased rapidly, and by fifty minutes fifty-nine 
seconds past eleven it liad made considerable progress. From fifty-six 
minutes past eleven the sun was overshadowed with clouds for a period of 
about five minutes, and we only caught occasional glimpses as the clouds 
rapidly passed over its face. At fifty-seven minutes past eleven it was seen, 
and at about nine minutes after twelve it was visible for some time, being 
only partially obscured by light and fleecy clouds, and at twelve minutes fifty- 
five seconds past twelve we obtained an excellent view of the sun. At this 
period the spots on its surface were very distinct. Several dark clouds now 
intercepted our view, and we almost despaired of seeing it again, but from 
thirty-four to thirty-eight minutes past twelve very good views were 
obtained. Heavy clouds still continued to roll on, and we were unable to 
make any further observations, the sun remaining entirely obscured until 
after the eclipse was over.
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Towards the approach of the greatest obscuration, a very sensible dark 
ness was observed, also great chilliness; the darkness appeared to steal 
upon us with the rapidity of twilight in the mountainous valleys of Wales 
and Scotland. Distant objects appeared dim, while those in the immediate 
neighbourhood were perfectly distinct. At the darkest period the smallest 
print could be read with great ease. It was calculated that the greatest 
obscuration would commence at fifty-nine minutes one second past twelve, 
and terminate at fifty-nine minutes eleven seconds past twelve, and there 
can be no doubt this calculation was correct, for immediately after that 
time the light increased with the greatest rapidity, imparting a genial 
warmth and cheerfulness to the landscape and all around us. This sudden 
and rapid increase for the first five minutes was most remarkable, and to 
us unnatural. It appeared to roll from the south-west horizon rather than 
come from the heavens, and the light seemed to flicker or tremble into 
existence. This unsteadiness was only noticed for the first few minutes 
after the annulus had passed.

In the park, large herds of deer were feeding; but about a quarter 
to one o'clock they commenced to herd together, as usual at sunset, 
retreating rapidly across the park towards their night quarters. This 
they had nearly accomplished by the time of the greatest obscuration, but 
immediately after the light began to increase they returned to their feeding 
ground. Near where we were standing was a rookery, and most of the 
rooks had retired to roost by the time of the greatest darkness. Mr. 
Towson and others, on returning to the railway station about three o'clock 
in the afternoon observed, in a rookery near Woodstock, many of the birds 
still at roost with their heads under their wings.

We were greatly assisted by our friend Mr. Edward Moore, B.A., of 
Pembroke College, Oxford, who accompanied the members of the Historic 
Society to Blenheim. His observations with the thermometer were care 
fully made, and are of great value, as showing differentially the state of 
the temperature. They were made with a dry bulb thermometer, sus 
pended about three feet above the ground, in the open air.

STATE or
HOUB. TEMPERATURE.

Atllh. 40m. 16s. ................................................ 52.5
At Oh. 9m. ...................................................... 51.0
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STATE 0V 
HOUB. TBMPBiUTUBX.

At Oh. 16m. ...................................................... 51.0
At Oh. 35m. ...................................................... 50.5
At Oh. 50m. ...................................................... 49.5
At Oh. 58m. ....... ............".................................. 49.0
At Ih. 1m. ..............................................^....... 48.2
At Ih. 20m. .................. ................................... 49.0
At Ih. 30m. ...................................................... 49.5
At Ih. 40m. .............................................. ......^50.0
At Ih. BOm. ...................................................... 50.5
At Ih. 55m. ...................................................... 51.3

In the Times of Tuesday, a letter appeared from Mr. John Yeatcs, 
containing observations made at Fotheringay Castle Mound, Northampton 
shire, in which he states that a considerable change in the magnetic 
declination took place: although not anticipating such a phenomenon, 
arrangements were made by Mr. Towson which would have detected any 
such change in the variation of the needle, had it taken place. In order 
to direct to where Jupiter and other heavenly bodies were to be looked for, 
pairs of staves were placed in such positions as to direct the eye of the 
observer to the various points in the heavens where they would appear at 
the time of the greatest obscuration. For this purpose a compass was 
fixed on a tripod ; and as the wind was blowing, frequent reference was 
made to the compass during the progress of the eclipse, to observe that no 
disturbance of the sticks had taken place, and up to the time of within a 
few minutes before the greatest obscuration, when one of our party un 
fortunately removed the compass, the staves intended to direct the eye to 
Jupiter continued to bear by the compass S. 29 E., and the needle had not 
shifted on the card.

Since these observations were written we have received a most interest 
ing letter from Mr. Moore, and as it contains some very valuable informa 
tion we take the liberty of reading it to the society : 

"Pembroke College, March IGth, 1858.

" My dear Mr. Sansom, Having made several enquiries yesterday 
from various observing parties about the eclipse, and attended a special 
meeting of the Ashmolean Society held on the subject, I lose no time in
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sending you a few particulars which I think may be interesting to you. 
We may congratulate ourselves on seeing far more of it than many in this 
neighbourhood. The best view of all was obtained on the bridge in 
Woodstock Park. One of the observers at the Observatory has just told 
me that some friends of his saw the annulus surrounded with a corona of 
light, with brighter rays darting out from it in several places. This is 
the only case in' which any one professes to have seen it, and as you see, 
the information is but second hand.

" As regards the temperature, I think you will consider the inclosed 
diagram presents a very interesting and remarkable result. Professor 
Phillips very kindly allowed me to take it away after it had been exhibited 
to the meeting, and I was thus able to copy it at leisure and with con 
siderable accuracy at home. The three thermometers, he stated, coincided 
exactly at the moment of greatest obscuration. The total variation of his 
clear bulb thermometer, 51.6 to 47.4 (as nearly as I can judge), coincides 
exactly enough with ours (52.5 to 48.3), which is interesting. From thirty 
to forty-five minutes past eleven there were gleams of sunshine, which 
caused slight irregularities in the fall of the mercury, and after fifteen 
minutes past two a fall of rain rendered the remaining observations useless. 
I told Professor Phillips the principal purpose for which I wished a copy 
of his observations, and he requested that if you made any use of them 
you would say that they were planned and executed by him and Professor 
Walker conjointly. I should have said that Professor Phillips' expedition 
was at Somerton, about a mile beyond Heyford, on the central line. As 
regards amount of light, some photographic paper was exhibited, different 
parts of which were successively uncovered at intervals of fifteen minutes 
(I think), in which the central part was very slightly tinted indeed, and 
presented a most marked contrast to the surrounding portions. I enclose 
some observations read out upon the amount of light, which you may find 
it interesting to compare with ours. Two things every single observer was 
particularly struck with wherever they were situated : (1), That the dark 
ness at the maximum came on by jerks or jumps, as Professor Phillips 
described it; and (2) that the return of light was apparently much more 
rapid than the loss of it. The former was not explained ; the latter was 
suggested to have been the result of the greater sensitiveness of the iris of 
the eye. I dare say you remember the same fact being observed by all of
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us. The spots ou the sun were observed yesterday with the naked eye, 
and I myself saw them this morning (of course with the help of smoked 
glass). *****

" Yours very truly, EDWARD MOORE."

RVATIONS OF

REDUCED

Hoar.
iit ....:....
11* .........
12 .........
10* .........
12* .........
18* .........

1 .........
1* .........
H .........
1* .........
2 .... ....

3* .........
  T-» -VT  .

PROFESSORS PHILLIPS AND WALKER

FBOM THE

MR.

No. 1.
...... 58.0
...... 55.0
...... 54.5
...... 52.0
...... 50.0
...... 49.3
...... 47.4
...... 48.0
...... 48.7
...... 51.0
...... 51.6
...... 52.2

TABULAR FORM REFERRED

MOORE'S LETTER.

No. 9.
............... 61.5 ..........
............... 50.0 ..........
............... 49.5 ..........
............... 49.0 ..........
............... 48.6 ..........
............... 48.5 ..........
............... 47.4 ..........
............... 47.5 ..........
............... 47.9 ..........
............... 49.5 ..........
............... 49.9 ..........
............... 50.5 ..........

AT HEYFO

TO IN

No. 8.
..... 49.0
..... 48.9
..... 48.5
..... 48.3
..... 48.1
..... 48.0
..... 47.4
..... 47.5
..... 47.6
..... 48.0
..,,. 48.2
..... 49.0

N.B. No. 1, Professor Phillips's radiating thermometer (in the 
sun)  No. 2, Professor Phillips's white bulb thermometer (in the sun).  
No. 3, Professor Walker's minimum thermometer (in the shade).

DIMINUTION OF LIGHT OBSERVED BY CAPTAIN BUHBOWES FROM THE TOP OP 

THE OBSERVATORY.

Oh. 4m. Change perceptible.
Oh. 44m. Clouds more lowering.
Oh. 54m. Some distantobjects became invisible; loss of light very perceptible.
Oh. 57m. Darkness that of first dawn.
Oh. 58m. Sudden darkening.
Oh. 59m. Lighter again ; light increasing rapidly.

Another observer (at Somerton) stated the darkness at the maximum to
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be exactly equal to that at five minutes past six, p.m., yesterday. He also 
remarked the disappearance of some distant objects.

NOTE. It is interesting to observe that on our return from Oxford we
met at Birmingham the Rev. Spencer Percival Mansel, of Shrewsbury,

I and his son ; they were stationed on the railway bridge at Woodstock, and,
» by the aid of a good binocular telescope, were fortunate enough to obtain-

for a few seconds only, a view of the perfect annulus. This is the only
instance, as far as we know, of its having been seen.




